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"TAKING  IN  AND  PUTTING  OUT" 

". . .  by  this  time  you  ought  to  be  teachers, 

(Heb  5:12  NEB) 


It  was  report  card  time  and  a  couple  of  youngsters 
were  discussing  their  grades .    "What  did  you  get  in  Math?" 
"I  got  a  B."    "What  did  you  get  in  Chemistry?"    "I  got  an  A." 
"What  did  you  get  in  French?"    She  gave  me  a  D  I"    When  a 
student  fails  to  "get  it"  he  can  always  blame  the  teacher* 
When  a  teacher  fails  to  put  her  subject  over  she  can  always 
fault  the  student.    Teacher-pupil  tensions  have  engaged  the 
mind  and  enraged  the  emotions  since  the  dawn  of  civilization. 

The  writer  of  the  Epistle  to  the  Hebrews  apparently 
felt  that  his  readers  were  woefully  dull.    After  introducing 
Christ  to  these  Jewish  Christians  as  a  priest  after  the  order 
of  Melchizedek  he  pauses  and  then  goes  on:    "About  Melchi- 
zedek  we  have  much  to  say,  much  that  is  difficult  to  explain, 
now  that  you  have  grown  so  dull  of  hearing.    For  indeed, 
though  by  this  time  you  ought  to  be  teachers,  you  need  some- 
one to  teach  you  the  ABC  of  God's  oracles  over  again," 

(Heb.  5:11-12  NEB) 

We  make  the  mistake  rather  frequently  of  idealizing 
the  early  church.    But  the  cause  in  those  days  was  beset  by 
many  of  the  problems  that  hamper  us  today.    One  such  was 
how  to  take  Christians  who  were  dominantiy  passive  in  their 
knowledge  of  God  and  transform  them  into  dominantiy  active 
Christians.    "By  this  time"  -  perhaps  twenty  or  thirty  years, 
"you  ought  to  be  teachers."    You've  been  taking  in  for  a  long, 
long  time.    It's  time  you  started  putting  out. 


There  is,  of  course,  an  important  sense  in  which 
one  should  never  stop  taking  in.    One  of  the  cardinal  glories 
of  the  Christian  faith  is  its  inexhaustibility.  St.  Gregory 
said  of  the  Bible:   "Scripture  is  a  stream  in  which  an  ele- 
phant can  swim  and  a  lamb  can  wade."  1       Exegetes  have 
worked  the  pages  o^Kply  writ  for  centuries  and  still  they 


are  able  to  make  fresh  soundings  and  new  discoveries.    I  like 
the  motto  that  I  saw  on  a  place  mat  in  Alaska  years  ago: 
"There  are  as  many  fish  in  the  sea  as  ever  came  out  of  it." 

Moreover,  we  can  never  master  Jesus  Christ.    He 
is  ever  greater,  by  whatever  measurement,  that  we  have 
thought  him  to  be. 

And  surely  we  can  never  stop  learning  how  to  relate 
the  mind  of  Christ  as  we  understand  it  to  life  as  it  is  lived 
within  us  and  around  us.    The  doctor  who  stops  learning  is 
a  quack.    The  lawyer  who  stops  learning  is  a  fraud.    And  the 
Christian  who  stops  learning  remains  a  child-stunted,  ar- 
rested, unconvincing.    It's  what  you  learn  after  you  know  it 
all  that  counts  I    We  never  reach  an  absolute  point  where  we 
do  not  need  to  take  in  more. 


But  it  belongs  to  the  good  of  the  order  to  recognize 
that  the  mission  of  the  church  can  be  accomplished,  humanly 
speaking,  only  as  Christians  in  sufficient  numbers  cross 
over  from  passive  receptivity  to  active  obedience.    "By  this 
time  you  ought  to  be  teachers. "    Those  who  have  received 
must  give.    Those  who  have  been  served  must  serve.  Those 
who  have  been  told  must  tell.    Those  who  have  been  encour- 
aged must  encourage.    Those  who  have  been  taught  must 
teach. 

During  my  days  in  seminary  I  became  fond  of  an  up- 
per classman  who  upon  graduation  decided  to  take  a  church 
not  very  far  from  the  school.    I  met  him  after  his  decision 
had  been  made  and  assumed  that  following  graduation  he 
would  go  on  for  a  graduate  degree  since  his  field  of  service 
would  be  so  close  by.    When  I  asked  him  about  this  his  an- 
swer astounded  me?    "I'm  not  planning  to  go  on  for  another 
degree*"    With  a  twinkle  in  his  eye  he  added,  "I  think  I  know 
more  than  the  average  layman  now."    He  had  been  studying 
for  nineteen  years  since  the  age  of  six.    It  was  his  judgment 
that  he  had  taken  in  long  enough,   it  was  time  now  to  get  busy 
and  put  out.    "By  this  time  you  ought  to  be  teachers." 
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How  can  a  minister  motivate  his  people  to  leave  the 
ranks  of  the  dominantiy  passive  and  become  dominantly  ac- 
tive and  responsible?    He  can  appeal  to  the  need  to  mature „ 
Little  children  come  into  the  world  and  everything  they  need 
is  anticipated  and  is  there  ready  and  waiting  for  them.  When 
they  come  to  the  table,  it's  set.    When  they  go  to  bed?  it's 
made.    When  it's  time  for  school,  it's  there.    As  they 
mature,,  however,,  unless  they  are  spoiled,  they  will  gradu- 
ally come  to  assume  responsibility  for  what  they  had  pre- 
viously taken  for  granted . 

Likewise,  everyone  who  becomes  a  Christian  finds 
that  all  things  have  been  readied  for  him,  that  his  needs 
have  been  anticipated^    He  needed  a  friend  to  bring  hims  a 
Bible  to  guide  him,  preaching  to  direct  him,  sacraments  to 
nourish  him,  a  church  to  receive  him,  and  patterns  of  mis- 
sion to  engage  him.    But  he  matures  in  the  Christian  faith 
only  as  he  comes  to  the  point  where  he  assumes  responsibil- 
ity to  secure  for  others  what  he  found  waiting  for  him* 

The  ads  all  pull  in  the  other  direction*    If  we  believe 
the  ads  the  happy  people  are  the  consume  rs  -  whether  itfs 
a  can  of  beer,,  a  new  suit,,  or  following  the  sun  to  Florida  or 
the  islands.    According  to  Madison  Avenue  the  good  life  is 
the  life  that  shucks  responsibility  and  indulges  itself  in  con- 
sumption without  end.    But  from  within  Christian  experience, 
not  to  mention  life  at  large,  it  is  clear  that  the  constructive 
and  joyful  life  is  the  life  that  assumes  responsibility.    It  is 
better  to  create  than  to  consume.    A  man  should  determine 
to  put  back  at  least  as  much  as  he  has  taken  out.    "By  this 
time  you  ought  to  be  teachers." 

How  can  a  minister  motivate  his  people  to  leave  the 
ranks  of  the  dominantly  passive  and  become  dominantly  ac- 
tive and  responsible?  He  can  appeal  to  the  future  of  the 
church.    The  Christian  faith  is  always  within  one  generation 
of  extinction.    The  story  must  be  continuously  told.    The 
witness  must  be  continuously  borne.    What  we  are  about  as 
a  church  takes  place  essentially  on  two  fronts,  and  on  both 
we  need  actively  committed  and  dedicated  people. 
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The  first  front  is  the  home  base  where  we  find  the 


church  in  its  concentrated  form.  Let  us  never  assume  in  an 
activistic  age  that  we  can  get  aiong  without  an  adequate  home 
base  -  a  place  where  the  worth  of  God  is  celebrated  in  divine 
worship,  a  place  where  the  faith  is  consciously  and  deliber- 
ately taught,  a  place  where  we  form  a  life  together  under  the 
aegis  and  leading  of  the  Holy  Spirit, 

It  is  tragic,  indeed,  to  visit  one  congregation  after 
another  in  the  Christian  world  and  see  how  rife  passivity  is 
in  the  ranks  of  the  people  of  God.    Despite  the  glowing  sta- 
tistics that  Dr,  Laubach  read  this  morning,  it  is  my  impres- 
sion that  in  most  churches  three  out  of  four  members  make 
virtually  no  contribution  whatsoever  to  the  day-by-day  min- 
istry of  the  church  at  the  home  base  apart  from  some  mone- 
tary contribution., 

Why  should  we  assume  that  there  will  be  a  church 
school  there  for  our  children  without  also  assuming  that 
someday  we  should  teach?    Why  should  we  assume  that  there 
will  be  ushers  to  show  us  to  our  seats  without  ever  assuming 
that  someday  we  should  usher?    Why  should  we  assume  that 
we  have  the  right  to  be  the  beneficiaries  of  a  hundred  differ- 
ent committees,  often  meeting  late  into  the  night,  without 
ever  assuming  that  it  belongs  to  our  Christian  life  to  take  a 
turn  on  some  committee  ourselves „    There  is  a  tendency 
in  all  of  us  to  reap  the  benefits  of  the  institution  without  as- 
suming responsibility  for  the  institution. 

These  officers  whom  we  have  installed  today,  and 
their  colleagues  who  have  been  installed  previously,  are  not 
to  be  understood  as  having  been  set  apart  to  work  for  us. 
Rather,  they  are  to  lead  us  in  our  work  together  for  Jesus 
Christ  in  this  place.    Every  so  often  we  are  told  that  River- 
side Church  is  cold.    Most  large  churches  are  similarly 
criticized,,    (I  am  tempted  to  respond  by  saying  that  it  is  al- 
ways cold  in  the  neighborhood  of  an  iceberg.    The  fault  may 
be  with  you. )    How  do  we  get  to  know  each  other  in  a  church 
as  large  as  this  ?    There  is  no  better  way  than  to  come  for- 
ward and  enlist  in  some  aspect  of  what  the  church  is  trying 
to  do  in  Jesus'  name  in  this  placec 
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The  church  does  not  happen  along  as  easily  as  some 
of  us  think.    Some  years  ago  Go  Campbell  Morgan  was  visit- 
ing in  southwest  British  Columbia  in  one  of  the  most  famous 
cherry  orchards  in  the  world,    As  he  looked  about  him  and 
saw  those  cherries  in  profusion,  large  in  size9  he  said  to 
the  grower,  "Anyone  can  see  that  cherries  are  easily  grown 
here,"    The  fruit  grower  replied  firmly,  "Dr,  Morgan,  we 
are  fighting  for  the  life  of  these  cherries  365  days  a  year*" 
That's  the  way  it  is. 

The  other  front  is  out  there  where  the  church  is  dif- 
fusedc    Diffused  in  the  form  of  its  members  as  they  live  in 
this  house,  work  in  that  shop,  that  factory,  that  kitchen,  that 
school,  try  cases  in  that  courthouse.    All  that  we  do  for 
Jesus  Christ  should  never  be  seen  as  taking  place  exclusive- 
ly within  the  context  of  an  institution.    The  church  concentra- 
ted needs  the  church  diffused* 

I  was  appreciative  of  that  letter  to  The  New  York 
Times  the  other  day  that  told  how  subway  stations  are  deco- 
rated in  Russia,    Instead  of  having  station  platforms  and 
passageways  that  are  biands  the  way  ours  are  bland  in  this 
city,  apparently  great  effort  is  expended  to  decorate  with 
good  art  the  various  underground  appointments  of  the  Moscow 
transit  system.    This  is  where  we  need  great  art,  not  in 
heavy  concentration  in  museums  but  there  where  people 
throng  in  all  the  daiiiness  of  life*    Wouldn!t  it  be  a  tremen- 
dous thing   if  there  were  an  Ei  Greco  hanging  somewhere  in 
The  Tombs?    Or  if  a  patient  in  St*  Lukes  Hospital  could  look 
out  at  a  Van  Gogh?    If  in  our  post  offices  there  could  be  a 
Rembrandt?    It  is  well  that  we  have  museums .    We  need 
points  of  concentration.    But  the  lift  and  power  of  enduring 
art  is  sorely  needed  where  life's  routine  takes  its  heaviest 
toll. 

The  letter  writer  went  on  to  suggest  that  perhaps  the 
major  corporations  of  this  area  could  each  take  responsibil- 
ity for  decorating  a  given  subway  station.    How  exciting  it 
would  be  if  the  institutions  on  Morningside  Heights  would 
take  responsibility  for  the  116th  Street  station  of  the  IRT, 
In  the  midst  of  our  mindless  haste,  instead  of  having  to  look 
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at  an  ad  for  a  deodorant  we  might  find  our  better  selves  be- 
ing called  to  the  surface  at  the  sight  of  a  piece  of  durable  and 
worthy  art. 

The  church  also  needs  to  be  diffused.    The  church 
concentrated  is  not  enough.    When  our  members  go  out  they 
carry  the  name,  they  carry  the  vision,  they  carry  the  love 
of  Jesus  Christ  wheresoever  they  go.    And  if  we  have  not  yet 
discovered  it,  which  is  unlikely,  let  me  say  again  that  New 
York  City  is  the  prime  mission  field  of  the  world, 

I  had  the  pleasure  last  Sunday  of  speaking  in  Campinas, 
Brazil.    As  I  mingled  with  some  of  our  Missionaries  and 
Fraternal  Workers  in  that  large  and  burgeoning  country,  I 
heard  over  and  over  again  that  the  ablest  servants  of  Christ 
are  being  sent  not  into  the  bush  country  of  the  Amazon,  but 
into  the  asphalt  jungles  of  the  major  cities  of  Brazil  like 
Sao  PauiOc    This  is  the  frontier. 

My  friend,  if  you  are  not  a  missionary  you  need  onea 
When  did  you  last  try  to  Christify  your  office?    When  is  the 
last  time  you  called  somebody's  hand  who  spoke  the  word 
"nigger"  in  your  presence?    When  is  the  last  time  you  follow- 
ed through  on  a  lead  from  a  fellow  employee  at  the  water 
cooler,  or  at  a  coffee  break?    Where  you  live  and  where  you 
work  is  your  unique  exposure  to  the  needs  of  men,  and  this 
is  where  you  must  be  active.    The  pity  is  that  so  often  we 
feel  that  because  we  have  a  few  professionals  here  and  there 
and  a  few  towering  spires  that  this  is  all  the  city  needs.    I'm 
suggesting  and  confessing  to  you  as  a  professional  that  there 
are  accesses  that  you  have  to  critical  areas  of  this  city's  life 
that  no  minister  or  priest  or  rabbi  could  ever  penetrate,  and 
if  he  did  penetrate  he  wouldn't  know  what  to  do ! 

We  ministers  are  the  traditional  invocation  offerers 
at  ail  manner  of  events.    Years  ago  a  member  of  the  church 
I  was  serving  was  having  his  Trade  Association's  annual 
banquet  in  our  community.    Would  I  come  to  give  the  invoca- 
tion?   I  have  nothing  against  the  Pennsylvania  Truckers  As- 
sociation, but  I  have  nothing  against  a  few  nights  at  home 
either.    But  most  of  ail,  I've  got  nothing  against  breaking 
down  the  idea  that  only  professionals  can  pray.    When  this 
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young  man  came  in  I  said.,  "You  know,  Ben,  Fd  like  to  do  ; : 
this  for  you  but  I  can't.    However,  I  know  someone  who  can. ' 
"Who?"    "You.    You  do  pray  before  your  meals  at  home?" 
"Yes,  but  never  in  public"    When  he  realized  that  I  was  not 
simply  trying  to  get  out  of  an  expenditure  of  time,  he  agreed 
to  do  it,    I  said,  "Ben,  you  work  out  your  prayer  and  bring 
it  in  and  we'll  look  at  it  together,,    Meanwhile,  put  your 
name  down  and  send  the  program  off  to  the  printers."  Ben 
did0    He  came  in  a  few  days  later  with  his  prayer.   We 
worked  out  a  few  minor  changes .    On  that  night  when  the 
Pennsylvania  Truckers  Association  met  in  annual  convoca- 
tion it  was  one  of  their  own  who  names  the  name  of  Christ 
who  offered  up  the  prayer.,    This  is  the  way  it  ought  to  be. 
"By  this  time  you  ought  to  be  teachers . "    How  long  will  you 
keep  on  taking  in  before  you  start  putting  out? 


How  can  a  minister  motivate  his  people  to  leave  the 
ranks  of  the  dominantly  passive  and  become  dominantly  ac- 
tive and  responsible?    He  can  appeal  to  their  loyalty  to 
Christ.    The  two  critical  words  of  Christian  experience  are 
"come"  and  "go."    "Come  unto  me."    "Go  ye  therefore." 
Peter  turns  to  Jesus  and  says,    "Yea,  Lord,  thou  knowest 
that  I  love  thee."    Next  thing  he  knows  heTs  recommissioned; 
"Feed  my  sheep,"    For  the  true  disciple,  Jesus  Christ  is 
both  a  point  of  arrival  and  a  point  of  departure,, 

Ask  yourself  why  the  original  twelve  flourished  so 
speedily,  and  I  think  you  will  find  that  it  had  much  to  do  with 
the  way  in  which  they  avoided  what  someone  has  called  the 
"snare  of  preparation. "    They  were  sent  out  without  undue 
delay.    They  took  in  more  effectively  because  they  were  put- 
ting out  more  consistently.    This  is  the  rhythm  of  the  Chris- 
tian lifea    If  everyone  served  Christ  as  faithfully  as  I,  how 
well  would  Jesus  Christ  be  served? 

Sometime  ago  I  came  upon  an  interesting  advertise- 
ment that  called  attention  to  a  new  series  of  recordings  that 
come  with  one  part  missing.    These  are  sonatas,  concertos 


and  symphonies .    If  you  are  a  violinist,  you  buy  a  symphony 
that  has  a  large  violin  part.    Out  of  respect  for  your  neigh- 
bors you  close  the  window,  turn  the  record  player  on  to  top 
volume,  get  out  your  fiddle  and  play  along  with  one  of  the 
celebrated  maestros  of  the  world.    The  records  come  with 
your  part  missing.    And  that's  the  way  the  kingdom  comes 
to  you,  my  friend.    Unless  each  plays  his  part,  the  symphony 
is  not  complete.    "By  this  time  you  ought  to  be  teachers." 
You  have  been  taking  in  for  a  long,  long  time.    Start  putting 
out. 


CLOSING  PRAYER 

Lord,  make  us  willing  to  do  our  part. 
Within  this  church  and  beyond  its  walls 
help  us  to  serve  Thee  well. 

Convince  us  of  the  truth  our  saviour 
lived  and  taught  -  that  it  is  more 
blessed  to  give  than  to  receive. 
Through  Jesus  Christ  our  Lord. 

Amen, 


FOOTNOTES: 

1.    Bainton,  Roland  H. ,  Erasmus  of  Christendom,   p.   142 
Charles  Scribner's  Sons,  New  York  1969 
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